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The Heights 


He was running his dog in what the inhabitants of 
surrounding developments called The Heights when his dead wife 
came drifting past in a golden balloon. The dog yapped and 
yapped, so Dick threw his ball as far as he could and off 
bounded Spud into thickets laced with beercans. The balloon had 
become fixed against a creamy cloud. 

"I...don't Know the etiquette for these things," he finally 
yelled over the hot winds, hands thrust down into his Sergio 
Valente pockets. "Or if I'm nuts." 

"You needn't shout," she whispered. The sound of the wind 
ceased when she spoke from radiant gold, the clouds rushing by 
in back of her. 

"You sure?" he puzzled in a conversational tone. Things had 


quieted, though not as much, for him too, and his voice sounded 
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as if it came out of a bottle. "I don't believe this you know." 

Her hair whipped around as gold as the balloon when a blue patch 

flowered behind. "But what if I do? Believe I mean," Dick 

plodded on. "I mean...you must be here to tell me something." 
The gas fired and the balloon shot up thirty feet. 

"Whoa there!" he shouted. 

It was now directly overhead and he had to shift his feet 
among the shadows of clouds, craning his neck to see just a 
slice of her chin hanging over the wicker edge of the basket. 
Now all noise stopped again but she didn't speak. "I...I still 
don't believe..." he finally started to stammer. 

"It makes no difference." 

"Spud has been fine!" The balloon was drifting again, this 
time to a region of sparse clouds. As a result he could better 
see her, erect as usual. Her hair a bright whiskbroom sweeping 
wisps of clouds, enough of the blue flowed sharply past to begin 
hurting his eyes. "You're looking nice," he blinked, "can you 
tell me anything about what it's like?" 

"What?" 

">PYou>@ know." 

"You can see." 

"Nobody's bible anywhere got balloons in it." Pockets of 


sunlight and shadow chased each other over the windy meadow 
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until she spoke. 

"It makes no difference," she informed him. "What anything 
says." A shadow across the balloon relieved his eyes. 

"Well you haven't changed much, that's for sure. 
Everything's just about as good as anything else." Two gas 
blasts followed and she was a hundred feet to the Luminous East. 
"Still touchy too!" 

Now Dick thought >PIt's a hallucination because of all the 
Light>@ >Psmashing around up here...I'm seeing 
things...but...what can I lose? >@ "Honey? Should I marry 
Stephanie?" 

The question didn't bring her back but her voice carried as 
well as it had previously. "It makes no difference what you do. 
And your life will change today." But suddenly the balloon was 
>P>@obviously flying back, that gold abruptly widening as the 
sky receded. 

"Hah hah! Look at this, will you? Stephanie's the magic 
name all right." The wind took hold of that name and echoed it, 
hollow and loud. To Dick it vaguely recalled the feeling of 
coming out from under the water when someone had been shouting 
at him. 

"You Liked her!" he insisted, stepping back briefly--as if 


fearing that balloon would swoop down and sock him. 
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"You'll do what you must." 

He felt somewhat more confident as it stopped, and then 
floated upwards to a black-edged, orangey cloud. At any rate, 
talking to the dead hadn't really proven all that difficult. 

"I like the way you try to make me think that I'm the same old 
stupid shit again, like I can't make my own decisions or 
something." 

She said nothing, where in the past she soothed him--and the 
whole business often ended with sex. So he grew puzzled and 
mused a good while, like a man who couldn't remember playing a 
card. 

In the interim she had very quickly traveled nearer than 
ever, bearing the same placid face she suffered with on earth. 
This shock of closeness unleased a variation of the same 
objections, and some actual kicks, his last one fortunately 
missing a softball-sized rock. >P >@"This she comes back to say? 
Like...I'm a shit again and what I do makes no difference and 
never did?" 

One huge blast of gas...and the bottom of the wicker basket 
was the size of a facecloth. 

"Wow!" he mocked, "Blast off!" Running and dancing through 
the bright grass he added "I'm not impressed. It's only >Prun- 


away>@! Imagine! And I thought that >Pdying>@ was the last 
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time you left me!" He was gasping for breath and running 
aimlessly. 

"It's no use"--he could hear her just as clearly from that 
great height, and even over his increasing gasps--"nothing is." 

He stopped running and waited to get some air. "Get Merry 
Sunshine up there!" he eventually whispered. "Nothing is no use 
nowhow nowhere! Such bullshit! Ah what the hell >Pis>@ the 
use? I'm dreaming anyway. Heaven couldn't be that stupid." 

Now he screamed upwards, starlings flapping out of bushes 
in black bouquets. "And I >Pwill>@ marry Stephanie! I'll show 
you. Hey! She's deep into recycling. So she can recycle me!" 
But what was intended as a joke depressed him, and he sat down 
on a rock, short of breath still, in order to address the dog-- 
banking that this sudden inattention would anger her, even at 
that distance. "What...think, Spud...ole boy? Marry Steph? 
After all, >Pshe>@ drives...like Mario Andretti too. Another 
dog? Steph? And fat you say? You were always giv- given to 
understatement, Spud little buddy!" Dick laughed and coughed. 
>»P"Like Old Moody way up yonder there in her heavenly 
balloon,>@" he ended up muttering. 

But he shortly recognized a departure from his usual 
monolog to the dog in that Spud wasn't there, hadn't ever 


returned with the ball. "Come on, buddy, I can't throw that 
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far. Now come off it! C'mon Sp-UD!" he called. Here Spud! 
C'mon little buddy! There's a good boy!" he choked. 

It was then, in a sudden, ringing silence, that he heard, 
just barely, the single, hysterical bark as if down a long tube 
from that balloon, and sure enough he could make out a tiny 
black-and-white tail trembling like a bit of string in a gap 
through the wicker . 

"Bitch!" he shrieked, leaping to his feet. "I should have 
Known. Oh yeah even in heaven you're a goddamn liar!" He was 
shaking a fist, squinting grotesquely as the bottom of the 
basket folded into a cream and cobalt glare. 

He couldn't, of course, see Spud's ball dropping from that 
great, glaring height. In fact, he had turned away and was 
already striding off and cursing in that vast green meadow when 
the missile struck him atop the head and drilled him to his 
knees. 

Somehow he ended up babbling and crawling his way to The 
Heights Swim Club where Raoul Pellitier phoned long-time member 
Stephanie at the recycling center, then dropped Dick into a 
broken chaise lounge pushed against the wall at poolside, the 
shredded plastic webbing, burnt orange, waving round his ears, 
his bulging eyes like robin's eggs in the light shimmering off 


the chlorinated water. 


Stephanie careens her white BMW into the parking lot, nearly 
Sideswiping the arriving ambulance. In a few moments she will 
hold his hand in that ambulance, her green and knowing eyes. 

The attendants are forced to work around her, their arms 
seemingly coming out of her banana-cream dress--with the whole 
picture resembling a lurching circus routine when the ambulance 
shoots down hill after hill. 

Raoul extracts the keys from her car and soon fondles them 
like jewelry in his olive hand. And all the while turning them 
away from the pool to capture the right soft-lit angle, he 
phones Letty Ronks, recently back from Bard College. "Just 
picked up my new car!" he snorts, and then instantly purrs>P 


"C'mon, take a ride for an hour or two." 


